Breaking bad news: experiences and preferences of advanced cancer patients at a Portuguese oncology centre.
The disclosure of information to patients about diagnosis and prognosis and other aspects of care is still a matter of debate. We have conducted a study in advanced cancer patients about their experiences and preferences concerning this issue. A questionnaire was developed and completed during the first appointment in the outpatient clinic of an oncology centre's palliative care unit, before the patient had any contact with the staff of the unit. The study was conducted on a convenience sample of 47 patients. We found that 34 (72%) of those patients thought they had been informed of their diagnosis, most of them by the hospital doctor. However, not all stated the diagnosis in a manner clearly showing that they were aware of the nature of their disease. Most patients were with a family member when the diagnosis was disclosed, which is what the majority had preferred. Of the 13 uninformed patients, only one preferred to remain uninformed. Most patients (89%) participated in decisions concerning treatment, although only 68% thought they should have participated. Some 39 patients (83%) were informed that they were being referred to the palliative care unit, but surprisingly only eight had received an explanation of the unit's function. We concluded that, although most patients had been informed of their disease, there remains many problems, the most important of which, in our view, is the difference between the information provided and the patients' needs.